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The context of providing and evaluating social service programs is complex, including a set of stakeholders with differing, and potentially conflicting, values.  As evaluation is most often used to determine “quality, value or importance” of a social service program, it is appropriate to ask “Whose values are informing these judgments?”  Yet the very act of asking the question “whose values are in use?” is an act rooted in a value framework of equity and justice.  House and Howe (1998) propose a “deliberative democratic approach” and endorse that evaluators should be “advocates --for democracy and the public interest—….. – an egalitarian conception of justice.”   
Evaluators as “advocates for democracy and the public interest”– an egalitarian conception of justice…. That’s a high calling!  Not necessarily the role non-evaluators expect of us, but one we are being asked to contemplate.  

This paper will explore the role of evaluators as “advocates for democracy and the public interest” and how it informs an application within human services. First, House & Howe’s concepts of evaluation and evaluator roles are briefly summarized.  Second, the example of a child welfare needs assessment focused on pregnancy prevention amongst youth in care is discussed within this framework. And finally, the issues raised by this example and House & Howe’s views regarding the evaluators’ role are discussed.  

House & Howe’s concepts of evaluation and evaluator roles
The “deliberative democratic approach” focuses on the ways in which the evaluative questions are framed and in the use of the findings.  
“The aim is…to…incorporate the views of insiders and outsiders, give voice to the marginal and excluded, (and) employ reasoned criteria in …deliberation. “xix

The “insiders and outsiders” are key “stakeholders are those whose interests are at stake in the product, program, or policy”, that is, those directly affected, not everyone with an opinion. (20)  It is their deliberation that comprises the “democratic approach” and is used to delineate the evaluative questions.  Key stakeholders’ deliberations, utilizing objective evaluative findings, are contributing to furthering the “public interest.” 

The “public interest,” for House & Howe, in evaluation is when “public opinion” is informed by democratic deliberation.  The deliberations utilize stakeholder perspective,  the expertise of the evaluator and the evaluative findings to obtain valid conclusions. (97) 

The “egalitarian conception of justice” seeks to equalize power in arriving at evaluative conclusions through the proposed principles of inclusion, dialogue and deliberation.   xxi 

An example:  A Needs Assessment of Pregnancy Prevention for Youth in Care
In 2005, UCAN, a non-profit, private child welfare agency, and the National Campaign to End Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy (National Campaign), formed a partnership.  The National Campaign asked UCAN to conduct a “needs assessment” to seek to understand the perceived needs of youth in care in order to identify strategies that would help youth in care reduce the number of pregnancies.  The best available information on the incidence of pregnancy amongst youth in care observes that by the age of 19 nearly half of the young women have had at least one pregnancy. (Courtney 2005: 54)
The needs assessment included the perspectives of youth, foster parents, and direct service providers.  The youth represented a broad cross section of “youth in care”, including parenting and non-parenting, male and female, younger and older adolescents, African American, Hispanic and Caucasian, and those living in residential, foster care, transitional and independent living settings.  The foster parents included a similar diversity with ethnic diversity and status of parenting and non-parenting youth in their care. The direct service providers were primarily case managers for youth who are living in foster care, residential and transitional housing.  (Love 2005).
Many salient voices were heard:  

From the youth we learned:  
· Pregnancies amongst this population are often planned.  

· Many youth are seeking to create close, intimate relationships.  

· Mother’s spoke of a baby providing “reliable affection,” and “A baby that’s yours, that’s your family.”  

· Young men want to be good fathers, better than what they had. 

· The journey through adolescent sexual development is complex.  

· Not all of the parenting youth are heterosexual, and the presumption of heterosexuality made it harder for gay and lesbian youth to obtain needed health services.

· The perception by youth of what constitutes a loving relationship, is often distorted by a history of abuse.  Some believe if there’s no abuse, the partner doesn’t care. (Nash 2008). 

· Youth want and need open and trusting relationships with foster parents and case managers and believe it “…Would help if foster parents were trained on how to deal with teenagers and sex.”

From Foster Parents we learned 
· Foster parents would like support and guidance in ways to support healthy sexual development of their youth. 

· Foster parents are concerned for the traumatic history of youth in their home and are concerned about the uneven, emotional decisions made by their youth, and their desire for someone to love; 

· Foster parents acknowledge youth are likely to take sexual risks. 

· Foster parents are very perceptive about the emotional needs of the youth in their care, but believe they have few effective strategies to address them. 

· Foster parents have diverse values on what is expected for sexual behavior of youth, from abstinence, to encouragement for contraception and protection and acceptance of sexual activity. 

From Service Providers we learned – 

· Case managers are mostly on their own, without systematic strategies or training, to address healthy sexual development of youth in care.

· Case managers would like training and support for strategies to help them effectively form relationships with youth in care for supportive and candid conversations about relationships and sexuality. 

· Some case managers, working in religiously affiliated non-profits, report that they are not allowed to talk about sexuality and pregnancy prevention.
Next steps – 

The findings of this needs assessment, along with other research, were utilized by the National Campaign and the Healthy Teen Network, to launch an initiative to address the needs of youth in care for pregnancy prevention and healthy sexuality programming in eight states, including Illinois.  The net result was a Taskforce under the auspices of the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services charged with developing recommendations to address pregnancy prevention.  A cross-section of stakeholders, including youth in care, used the needs assessment and other research to develop recommendations.  A report and presentations of the findings were given to the Director of IDCFS.  The Director was surprised by the extreme risk of pregnancy within the population of the youth in care, and was especially moved by the reality that some pregnancies were wanted.  Within the context of budget cuts and administrative changes, the Department now has a new Director, and the report still awaits plans for implementation.
The Deliberative Democratic View 

The project has been designed with a democratic view in mind.  The needs assessment and the Taskforce charged with recommendations included a cross section of stakeholders.  The needs assessment participants, youth in care, foster parents, and service providers, are directly affected by programming for youth.  The taskforce members were primarily child welfare professionals in a variety of roles, who actively obtained input from youth to inform the recommendations. Some of the taskforce members represented the policy makers, and as such, structured the questions for the taskforce to answer.  The Taskforce recommendations are the result of a “democratic deliberation.”
The Taskforce members are anxious for the recommendations to be put into action.  They would like to be charged with an implementation plan, but are awaiting the assignment.   What is the “evaluator’s role” in this context?  What role can be played to be an advocate for “an egalitarian justice?”  What is the role for promoting the issues of justice on behalf of the youth in care who have provided a voice, but lack the power? 

Carol Weiss (1993:94) observes policy decisions may make use of the results of evaluation and research to guide wise decisions, but the decisions are made in a political context and are influenced by other factors.  While the factors affecting consideration of the Taskforce recommendations are not communicated, there are issues that affect the stakeholders’ deliberation.  The juxtaposition of the mission and role of child welfare services vis a vis prevention of risky sexual behavior, the conflicting values and norms for sexual behavior and prevention practices amongst service providers and foster parents, and the general discomfort for many in discussing sexuality influence stakeholders’ deliberations.  

Given the high incidence of pregnancy amongst youth in care, one might be surprised by the lack of program planning to address such risks amongst the child welfare service providers (South Carolina Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy 2009).  While Child Welfare of America Standards of Excellence for Services for Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention, Pregnant Adolescents, and Young Parents (1998) has a chapter on “Pregnancy Prevention,” the recommendations are not officially used for evaluating the strength of child welfare initiatives, and do not cite research of evidence based practices. A child welfare professional expressed the view that child welfare did not see itself as experts in prevention and relied on others to design prevention programs.  The field of child welfare, by definition, has focused on safety and permanency and continuity of a youth’s family relationships.  The child’s development is generally viewed as the purview of the family, not the state.  

The lack of emphasis in the child welfare programming promoting healthy sexual development may also relate to the avoidance of addressing an uncomfortable topic, and having to wrestle with the value conflicts emerging from those with varying religious views.  These conflicts are real and have an influence on social service practices, and are not easily resolved by stakeholders. (Adams 2008; Spano and Koenig 2008).  

The policy makers’ and service providers’ concerns are important, but in a democratic deliberation, other elements are essential. As advocates for an “egalitarian conception of justice” evaluators should ensure the voices of youth are heard.  But the obligation does not end with the stakeholders.  In the interests of the promotion of the public interest, a social justice perspective is required.  Access to services for adolescents for healthy sexual development is rooted in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Adolescents have the right to full reproductive and health information and services.  Child Welfare programs, whose duty it is to ensure services to protect the child’s well-being, must protect youth’s interests by ensuring full exercise of the youth’s rights to reproductive information and services.  Although this may be an unpopular stance with some stakeholder groups, the child welfare community has an obligation to ensure youth have access to services as desired.  In Illinois the DCFS policies support these rights; however, implementation is not documented. Youth may lack knowledge of their rights or of the resources enabling them to exercise these rights.  

The needs assessment summarized youth’s concerns and desires for change.  When youth’s concerns are aligned with the other stakeholders’ goal to delay pregnancy for youth, create opportunities for stakeholders to find common ground.  The needs assessment confirms that sexual decision making for youth is complex and about so much more than being informed and having access to prevention resources. The complexity of youth’s need for and efforts to find or create loving relationships creates opportunities for the child welfare stakeholders, service providers and foster parents, to work together with youth on the circumstances making early pregnancy desirable.  These “systems of care” of the youth can learn from youth and utilize research on how to create opportunities for safe, open discussions / supportive resources for youth, so youth can make informed, healthy decisions, form healthy, non-abusive relationships and delay pregnancy.  

A commitment to social justice 

The Taskforce report’s submission to the IDCFS Director appears to have brought this initiative to a stand still.  Is this an acceptable outcome for the evaluator and other stakeholders? Does the commitment to “an egalitarian conception of justice” challenge the evaluator’s role to continue advocacy on behalf of those lacking power? Weiss portrays an activist stance by acknowledging the political arena to which the evaluation findings are provided, understanding the dynamics and creatively and strategically working to put “the results of evaluation to work.” (1993:94)

The role of an evaluator “putting the results of evaluation to work,” is an expansion from providing the results to those who made the request.  An evaluator must consider the ethical concerns of advocating for the “public interest” and “egalitarian justice”.  As House and Howe portray their concerns, the advocacy of the deliberative democratic approach, is built in as a part of the project’s methodology by the evaluator.  In this instance, one may observe that there has been insufficient deliberation by key stakeholders.  
Schwandt (1989) examines nature of evaluation and the evaluator’s role, proposing that the instrumental use of evaluation is inadequate.  Utilizing social theory and philosophy, he portrays a view of from Sullivan ([1986] 1986:15) that the instrumental view is replaced by acknowledgement of “…the moral quality of social relationships, shared initiative, and mutual responsibility.”   Instead, the evaluator and evaluation creates an opportunity for “…an examination of the evaluator's responsibilities for promoting or denying change for the people with whom he or she works…” (1989:15) 
Considering the “public interest” and “egalitarian justice,” and the moral context, an activist stance by the evaluator, along with other stakeholders, seems warranted.  A commitment to social justice may require it. 
Evaluators as “advocates for democracy and the public interest”– an egalitarian conception of justice…. That’s a high calling!  Now to begin again.   

Addendum 

Within a week of this paper being written, the Taskforce chair contacted a sub-group, including this author, to a meeting to develop a proposal for one of the recommendations of the Taskforce.  This an excellent beginning step. 
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